Lymphokine-activated killer cell activity of CD4-CD8- TCR alpha beta + thymocytes.
Functions of CD4-8-TCR alpha beta+ thymocytes, which are characterized by predominant usage of V beta 8.2 TCR, have remained unclear. In this study, we found that the CD4-8-TCR alpha beta + thymocytes expressed NK1.1 Ag and IL-2R beta-chain but not IL-2R alpha-chain. When the CD4-8- TCR alpha beta + thymocytes were cultured in the presence of IL-2, the CD4-8-TCR alpha beta + thymocytes vigorously proliferated. After 7 days of culture in the presence of 1000 U/ml of IL-2, approximately half of the CD4-8-TCR alpha beta + thymocytes lost NK1.1 Ag. However, the remaining half of the CD4-8-TCR alpha beta + cells showed increasing levels of NK1.1 Ag and acquired killer activity against tumor cells such as YAC-1, P815, and EL-4. These cells also killed syngeneic as well as allogeneic thymocytes. The LAK activity by the NK1.1+ CD4-8-TCR alpha beta + thymocytes was not inhibited by anti-NK1.1, anti-TCR alpha beta, or anti-CD44 mAb but was partially inhibited by anti-LFA-1 mAb. These findings indicate that the CD4-8-TCR alpha beta + thymocyte population can be divided into two population on the basis of NK1.1 expression after culture in the presence of IL-2. The NK1.1 Ag expression on the cultured CD4-8-TCR alpha beta + seems to be correlated to acquisition of LAK activity, although the NK1.1 Ag itself may not be directly involved in the target cell recognition. The present data suggest that the CD4-8- TCR alpha beta + thymocyte population is a functional T cell lineage which may serve as cells of immune defense and/or immune regulation.